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Inquiry: Were women integral to the Black Panther Party? 
In this inquiry, students will examine differing documents about the Black Panthers and evaluate 
the role that women played in the movement. 
 
Document A: History Textbook 

At the same time that such civil rights leaders as the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. fought for racial integration, other black leaders emphasized separatism and 
identification with Africa. Black Nationalist sentiment was not new. During the early 
19th century, black leaders such as Paul Cuffe and Martin Delaney, convinced that 
blacks could never achieve true equality in the United States, advocated migration 
overseas. At the turn of the century, Booker T. Washington and his followers 
emphasized racial solidarity, economic self-sufficiency, and black self-help. Also, at the 
end of World War I, millions of black Americans were attracted by Marcus Garvey's call 
to drop the fight for equality in America and instead "plant the banner of freedom on the 
great continent of Africa." 

One of the most important expressions of the separatist impulse during the 1960s 
was the rise of the Black Muslims, which attracted 100,000 members. Founded in 1931, in 
the depths of the depression, the Nation of Islam drew its appeal from among the 
growing numbers of urban blacks living in poverty. The Black Muslims elevated racial 
separatism into a religious doctrine and declared that whites were doomed to 
destruction. "The white devil's day is over," Black Muslim leader Elijah Muhammad 
cried. "He was given six thousand years to rule ... He's already used up most trapping 
and murdering the black nations by the hundreds of thousands. Now he's worried, 
worried about the black man getting his revenge." Unless whites acceded to the Muslim 
demand for a separate territory for themselves, Muhammad said, "Your entire race will 
be destroyed and removed from this earth by Almighty God. And those black men who 
are still trying to integrate will inevitably be destroyed along with the whites." 

The Black Muslims did more than vent anger and frustration. The organization 
was also a vehicle of black uplift and self-help. The Black Muslims called upon black 
Americans to "wake up, clean up, and stand up" in order to achieve true freedom and 
independence. To root out any behavior that conformed to racist stereotypes, the 
Muslims forbade eating pork and cornbread, drinking alcohol, and smoking cigarettes. 
Muslims also emphasized the creation of black businesses. 

The most controversial exponent of Black Nationalism was Malcolm X. The son 
of a Baptist minister who had been an organizer for Marcus Garvey's United Negro 
Improvement Association, he was born Malcolm Little in Omaha, Nebraska, and grew 
up in Lansing, Michigan. A reformed drug addict and criminal, Malcolm X learned 
about the Black Muslims in a high security prison. After his release from prison in 1952, 
he adopted the name Malcolm X to replace "the white slave-master name which had 
been imposed upon my paternal forebears by some blue-eyed devil." He quickly became 
one of the Black Muslims' most eloquent speakers, denouncing alcohol, tobacco, and 
extramarital sex. 

Condemned by some whites as a demagogue for such statements as "If ballots 
won't work, bullets will," Malcolm X gained widespread public notoriety by attacking 
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the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as a "chump" and an Uncle Tom, by advocating self-
defense against white violence, and by emphasizing black political power. 

Malcolm X's main message was that discrimination led many black Americans to 
despise themselves. "The worst crime the white man has committed," he said, "has been 
to teach us to hate ourselves." Self-hatred caused black Americans to lose their identity, 
straighten their hair, and become involved in crime, drug addiction, and alcoholism. 

In March 1964 (after he violated an order from Elijah Muhammad and publicly 
rejoiced at the assassination of President John F. Kennedy), Malcolm X withdrew from 
Elijah Muhammad's organization and set up his own Organization of Afro-Americans. 
Less than a year later, his life ended in bloodshed. On February 21, 1965, in front of 400 
followers, he was shot and killed, apparently by followers of Black Muslim leader Elijah 
Muhammad, as he prepared to give a speech in New York City. 

Inspired by Malcolm X's example, young black activists increasingly challenged 
the traditional leadership of the Civil Rights Movement and its philosophy of 
nonviolence. The single greatest contributor to the growth of militancy was the violence 
perpetrated by white racists. One of the most publicized incidents took place in June 
1964, when three civil rights workers--two whites, Andrew Goodman and Michael 
Schwerner, and one black, James Chaney--disappeared near Philadelphia, Mississippi. 
Six weeks after they were reported missing, the bodies of the men were found buried 
under a dam; all three had been beaten, then shot. In December, the sheriff and deputy 
sheriff of Neshoba County, Mississippi, along with 19 others, were arrested on charges 
of violating the three men's civil rights; but just six days later the charges were dropped. 
David Dennis, a black civil rights worker, spoke at James Chaney's funeral. He angrily 
declared, "I'm sick and tired of going to the funerals of black men who have been 
murdered by white men.... I've got vengeance in my heart." 

In 1966, two key civil rights organizations--SNCC and CORE (the Congress of 
Racial Equality)--embraced Black Nationalism. In May, Stokely Carmichael was elected 
chairman of SNCC and proceeded to transform SNCC from an interracial organization 
committed to nonviolence and integration into an all-black organization committed to 
"black power." "Integration is irrelevant," declared Carmichael. "Political and economic 
power is what the black people have to have." Although Carmichael initially denied that 
"black power" implied racial separatism, he eventually called on blacks to form their 
own separate political organizations. In July 1966--one month after James Meredith, the 
black Air Force veteran who had integrated the University of Mississippi, was 
ambushed and shot while marching for voting rights in Mississippi--CORE also 
endorsed black power and repudiated nonviolence. 

Of all the groups advocating racial separatism and black power, the one that 
received the widest publicity was the Black Panther Party. Formed in October 1966, in 
Oakland, California, the Black Panther party was an armed revolutionary socialist 
organization advocating self-determination for black ghettoes. "Black men," declared 
one party member, “must unite to overthrow their white ‘oppressors,’ becoming ‘like 
panthers--smiling, cunning, scientific, striking by night and sparing no one!’" The Black 
Panthers gained public notoriety by entering the gallery of the California State Assembly 
brandishing guns and by following police to prevent police harassment and brutality 
toward blacks. 
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Separatism and Black Nationalism attracted no more than a small minority of 
black Americans. Public opinion polls indicated that only about 15 percent of black 
Americans identified themselves as separatists and that the overwhelming majority of 
blacks considered Martin Luther King, Jr. their favored spokesperson. The older civil 
rights organizations, such as the NAACP, rejected separatism and black power, viewing 
it as an abandonment of the goals of nonviolence and integration. 

Yet despite their relatively small following, black power advocates exerted a 
powerful and positive influence upon the Civil Rights Movement. In addition to giving 
birth to a host of community self-help organizations, supporters of black power spurred 
the creation of black studies programs in universities and encouraged black Americans 
to take pride in their racial background and to recognize that "black is beautiful." A 
growing number of black Americans began to wear "Afro" hairstyles and take African or 
Islamic surnames. Singer James Brown captured the new spirit: "Say it loud--I'm black 
and I'm proud." 

In an effort to maintain support among more militant blacks, civil rights leaders 
began to address the problems of the black lower classes who lived in the nation's cities. 
By the mid-1960s, King had begun to move toward the political left. He said it did no 
good to be allowed to eat in a restaurant if you had no money to pay for a hamburger. 
King denounced the Vietnam War as "an enemy of the poor," described the United 
States as "the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today," and predicted that "the 
bombs that [Americans] are dropping in Vietnam will explode at home in inflation and 
unemployment." He urged a radical redistribution of wealth and political power in the 
United States in order to provide medical care, jobs, and education for all of the 
country's people. And he spoke of the need for a second "March on Washington" by 
"waves of the nation's poor and disinherited," who would "stay until America responds 
... [with] positive action." The time had come for radical measures "to provide jobs and 
income for the poor." 
 
Mintz, S., & McNeil, S. Black Nationalism and Black Power.” Digital History. Last modified 

2018. https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=2&psid=3331.  
 
Source 

1. What kind of resource is Digital History? 
 
 
Document 

2. What women, women’s groups, or women’s issues are mentioned in relation to 
the rise of Black Power groups? 

 
 
 
 
Analysis 

3. Do you think this movement would be one that attracted large numbers of 
women? Why or why not? 

https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=2&psid=3331
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Document B: “The Rank and File Women of the Black Panther Party and Their 
Powerful Influence” by Janelle Harris Dixon of Smithsonian Magazine 

It’s a striking photograph: six young black women with a spectrum of 
complexions, faces paused in mid-exclamation, fists raised in simultaneous solidarity at 
a Black Panther rally. Even their afros are emphatic and resolute as they stand in tandem 
in Oakland’s DeFremery Park, then and now a popular gathering place for the 
community’s African-Americans. There, a grove of trees honors Bobby Hutton who, at 
just 16, had been the Panthers’ first enlisted member and at 17, died after police shot 
him—purportedly, as he tried to surrender.  

On this day, supporters 
assembled to demand the 
immediate release of Huey Newton, 
co-founder of the party and its 
national minister of defense, who 
was being held for assault, 
kidnapping and first-degree murder 
charges in the October 1967 death of 
police officer John Frey. Newton’s 
fate was to be decided at the 
superior court in overwhelmingly 
white Alameda County, where it 
seemed unlikely that a black 
revolutionary could get a fair trial. 
Of the 152 potential jurors who were 
interviewed, only 21 were black. All 
but one was systematically excluded 
from the selection process… 

The Smithsonian’s senior 
curator Bill Pretzer hand-selected [the] photo to be part of the exhibition, “A Changing 
America: 1968 and Beyond,” now on view at the National Museum of African American 
History and Culture. The wall-size display confronts visitors as soon as they enter the 
space. “Women's participation and the issue of gender equality ebbed and flowed within 
the Panthers’ history. It didn't simply improve or get larger, or devolve and get worse, it 
goes up and down,” he says of the photograph’s inclusion. “I think at the time and even 
since, the popular public image of the Black Panther Party as a super masculine group of 
men who were violent and fought the authorities pervades public sentiment. This image 
contradicts that dramatically and effectively.” 

Ask ten different people to explain what The Black Panther Party was and you’re 
likely to get ten wildly different answers. Originated in October 1966 by Newton and co-
founder Bobby Seale, it was an organization invested in resisting government 
oppression and police brutality. Whether that was perceived as political or socialist or 
Marxist or nationalist or all of those things, it created self-determination and 
community-based solutions under the auspice of “power to the people.” Its membership 
grew ferociously from its first chapter in Oakland to more than 2,000 members by 1968, 
clustered in more than 30 chapters in cities across the country and eventually the world. 

Figure 1: A photo taken at a Free Huey Newton Rally in 1968 
with five of the six women identifiable—Delores Henderson, 
Joyce Lee, Mary Ann Carlton, Joyce Means and Paula Hill—
provides testament to those who actualized the daily operations 
of the BPP. 
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The civil rights movement’s methodical disobedience provided a stark contrast for the 
party’s controversially militant, sometimes confrontational revolutionary agenda… 

A month after the photo was taken, Newton was found guilty of voluntary 
manslaughter, and sentenced to two to 15 years, but the Free Huey movement didn’t 
end with his imprisonment. Buttons, banners and flyers emblazoned with the picture of 
a solemn Newton sitting in a wicker chair with a spear in one hand and a shotgun in the 
other magnetized new Party recruits—intelligent, politically and socially astute, and 
young. The average age of a Black Panther member was just 19. And half of them were 
women. 

By that time, 1968 had already been electric with shared pain and expressions of 
fury. In April, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., was assassinated, igniting demonstrations and 
riots in more than 100 cities. Two months later, Robert Kennedy was similarly gunned 
down, and Vietnam War protests rocked the nation. At the same time in local 
communities across the U.S., law enforcement violence against the Black Panther Party 
had escalated, both in volume and viciousness. 

The Ten Point Program, a platform of demands outlined by Newton and Seale, 
insisted on an immediate 
end to police brutality and 
the sanctioned murder of 
black people. Newton 
became the symbol of the 
very thing he was fighting 
to change—a black man 
centered unjustly in the 
crosshairs of 
governmental attack—and 
as more male members 
were profiled, killed and 
imprisoned, plucked off 
one-by-one as casualties of 
a domestic race war, black 
women in the party kept 
the work going.  

“They were fighting for their lives, they were fighting for their loved one’s lives, 
they were fighting for their children's lives. They were motivated by the fact that the 
black community was under assault and it was time to make a difference. It was time to 
change things,” says Angela LeBlanc-Ernest, co-founder of the Intersectional Black 
Panther Party History Project, a collaboration of scholars and filmmakers who collect 
stories, archive information and shape the narrative of women in the BPP. “So Huey 
Newton became the face not just of Free Huey rallies—even though, yes, they wanted 
him freed—but he represented this person who dared to stand up and say, ‘No. You're 
not doing this to us anymore.’” 

The outcry around Newton’s case elevated him to near-martyr status in a 
revolution that seemed more feasible almost daily. The immediate gratification of 
confrontation and self-made justice were attractive, particularly compared to the 

Figure 2: Au, Wayne. "'What We Want, What We Believe': Teaching with the 
Black Panthers' Ten Point Program." Zinn Education Project. Last modified N.D. 
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/black-panthers-ten-point-program/. 
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nonviolent demonstrations that were too humiliating, too obsequious, too slow to 
produce results for many coming of age in the tumult for basic civil and human rights. 
The Black Panther Party became a source of tactical empowerment, Huey Newton 
became a folkloric hero and his imprisonment became a cause célèbre. 

“It’s time to pick up the gun. Off the pig!” the five women sang in unison. With 
fists punched into the air above them, they shouted, “Free Huey!” to the crowd. 

“Free Huey!” the crowd shouted back. 
The women in the photo—Delores Henderson, Joyce Lee, Mary Ann Carlton, 

Joyce Means and Paula Hill—are not names that are widely recollected in the retelling of 
the Black Panthers’ legacy. They represent a segment of the party who often worked 17, 
18, 19-hour days to actualize its vision. History calls them the “rank and file,” members 
who didn’t individually dominate headlines or generate media sound bites, but they 
were the soul of daily operations who executed the public-facing strategies and later, the 
community survival programs. 

Some rallied, some handled administrative duties, some worked armed security, 
some served as organizers. Some worked on production, design and distribution of the 
newspaper, The Black Panther, an exhausting, near 24-hour operation masterminded by 
artist Emory Douglas. All sacrificed something of themselves and their personal well-
being as BPP members. They moved the organization forward as they navigated the 
complexity of internal conflict, misogyny and mistreatment, and dichotomous ideologies 
that pitted armed revolution against community organizing. Whatever their role, they 
showed up to empower people who looked and lived like them. 

“There was no one way to be a Black Panther Party woman. They came from all 
walks of life, and they entered and exited the party at different times,” says LeBlanc-
Ernest. “There was a cultural moment happening and the women in that photo reflect its 
youthfulness and willingness to make a difference. If you look at the stance they're 
taking, their fists in the air, there's a unity and uniformity.” 

Delores Henderson, pictured third from the left in the black and white dress, was 
17-years-old and just graduated from Grant Union High School in Del Paso Heights 
when she learned about the Sacramento chapter founded by captain Charles Brunson 
and his wife and BPP communications secretary, Margo Rose. Unlike many of her fellow 
members—“comrades,” as she calls them—who were full-time college students, 
Henderson had just started a new 9-to-5 job at Pacific Bell. She was a working woman 
with a set schedule. Still, she was curious about the Panthers. When her friend Joyce Lee 
said, “Let’s go see what they're talking about,” Henderson agreed. 

“I liked what they said. I wasn't having good feelings with white people in 
Sacramento. I was eight or nine when we moved there from Portland, Oregon, and as 
soon as I started school, I was being called a black ghost,” she remembers, along with 
other racial epithets. “People said, ‘don't let them call you that,’ so I was fighting almost 
every day, getting into trouble. When I got older, I realized that Sacramento—and I’ll 
say it to this day—is the most prejudiced place I have ever been. It was absolutely 
horrible.” 

She and Lee joined in 1968 to be part of the hands-on effort to lessen the daily 
stresses of being black. On workdays when she couldn’t be there, Henderson donated 
money to help buy supplies that would serve the record numbers of students in the 
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Panther’s before-school breakfast program at Oak Park United Church of Christ. Her 
weekends were dedicated to whatever her chapter needed her to do: sell newspapers, 
attend events, go to the firing range and learn self-defense techniques in case of combat. 
Her involvement in the Party wasn’t something she hid, but it wasn’t something she 
advertised either. 

Once, after she patrolled the funeral for George Jackson, an activist and fellow 
Party member assassinated while serving a year-to-life sentence for armed robbery, a 
Pacific Bell co-worker came to her, excited. “She said, ‘I saw you on TV!’ I shook my 
head. ‘Uh-uh. You didn’t see me. You made a mistake,” laughs Henderson, now 68, 
retired and living in Krum, Texas, 45 miles outside of Dallas. Black women have 
historically established a definitive separation between their work selves and their 
authentic selves, and Henderson’s involvement in the most militant black group of its 
time made that duality even more essential. 

Like the anatomy of any other organization, each section of the Black Panther 
Party demanded a different skill set. How did they get thousands of people to come to 
their rallies in an era well before the connectivity of social media? They hit the streets, 
canvassed neighborhoods, talked to residents, shared what’s going on, listened to their 
questions and concerns. They organized across multiple chapters, some members 
coming from as far as San Diego nearly 500 miles away. It was a study in how to market 
an event when the phrase social media still meant face-to-face conversation and putting 
information squarely in folks’ hands. 

On the day of the Oakland rally, Henderson piled into a car in Oak Park and 
roadtripped the 90 minute-drive with her fellow chapter members. It was a peaceful 
atmosphere with food, music and people of all races, she remembers, and she stood 
shoulder-to-shoulder with a line of other women all dressed in individualized 
interpretations of the Panther’s signature all-black clothing. A rally was a political 
stirring as much as it was a community event, and Sharon Pinkney and Shirley Finney, 
two of the chapter’s first female members, addressed an eager audience alongside 
Brunson. When he finished, Henderson says, Brunson told Bobby Seale that some sisters 
from Sacramento wanted to say something. 

Seale furrowed. “’What the f*** are they gonna do?’” he said, half-asking, half-
dismissing. Reluctantly, he allowed them to step forward and sing. “We were so scared. 
If you look at the other pictures, we were standing stiff at attention,” Henderson says. 

She guesses they were on stage for about 20 minutes. They’d rallied the crowd in 
their own way and conveyed the central message in their own voices. When they 
walked off, Seale conceded. “OK, that wasn't bad,” he said. “More power to the sisters.” 
In that small, isolated instance, they needed to prove themselves and they did. 

Their applied passion hit its target in a far-reaching impact. Newton’s conviction 
was overturned by the California Court of Appeals in May 1970, citing several mistakes, 
most notably the presiding judge’s failure to properly instruct jurors. After nearly two 
years in California Men's Colony in San Luis Obispo, Newton walked out of the same 
courthouse where he’d been led away. He was a free man released on $50,000 bail. 
When he strode outside, he stripped off his gray, prison-issue shirt and shouted to the 
supporters who’d been gathering in front of the building since the early morning: “You 
have the power and the power is with the people.” 
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…In 1970, police teargassed, raided and riddled the Sacramento BPP 
headquarters with bullets. No one was killed, but the office was destroyed, donations 
for the breakfast program were ruined and membership splintered to other chapters… 

The movement to free Huey was an extension of the work Black women have 
always done—regenerating hope when hopelessness is easier, giving the best parts of 
themselves for the greater good, organizing collective resources for the betterment and 
future of whichever family, community, entity or group they thrust their power behind. 

“When I say that women ran the Black Panther Party, I'm not bragging. It wasn't 
fun, it wasn't cute. It was dangerous and it was scary,” says Huggins. “The work that 
women did held the Black Panther Party together. If Huey were alive, he would say that. 
Bobby Seale is still alive and he says that all the time. There's nobody that would refute 
it. It was a fact.” 
 
Dixon, Janelle Harris. “The Rank and File Women of the Black Panther Party and Their 

Powerful Influence.” Smithsonian Magazine. March 4, 2019. 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/rank-and-file-women-black-
panther-party-their-powerful-influence-180971591/.’ 

 
Source 

1. Is the Smithsonian a reliable source? Why or why not? 
 
 
Document 

2. What is different about this article’s portrayal of the role of women? 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis 

3. Why do you think the two texts would differ so greatly on the role of women? 
  

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/rank-and-file-women-black-panther-party-their-powerful-influence-180971591/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/rank-and-file-women-black-panther-party-their-powerful-influence-180971591/
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Document C: Howard Zinn, historian 
 The killing of King brought new urban outbreaks all over the country, in which 
thirty-nine people were killed, thirty-five of them black. Evidence was piling up that 
even with all of the civil rights laws now on the books, the courts would not protect 
blacks against violence and injustice… 
 These “normal” cases, endlessly repeated in the history of the country, coming 
randomly but persistently out of a racism deep in the planned pattern of violence 
against militant black organizers, carried on by the police and the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation. On December 4, 1969, a little before five in the morning, a squad of 
Chicago police, armed with submachine gun and shotguns, raided an apartment where 
Black Panthers lived. They fired at least eighty-two and perhaps two hundred rounds 
into the apartment, killing 
twenty-one-year-old Black 
Panther leader Fred Hampton as 
he lay in his bed, and another 
Black Panther Mark Clark. Years 
later, it was discovered in a court 
proceeding that the FBI had an 
informer among the panthers, 
and that they had given the 
police a floor plan of the 
apartment, including a sketch of 
where Fred Hampton slept.  
 …It was discovered later 
that the government in all the 
years of the civil rights 
movement, while making 
concessions through Congress, was acting through the FBI to harass and break up black 
militant groups. Between 1956 and 1971 the FBI concluded a massive 
Counterintelligence Program (known as COINTELPRO) that took 295 actions against 
black groups.  
 
Zinn, Howard. A People’s History of the United States. Harper Collins Publishing: New York, 

NY, 1999, p.462-463. 
 
Source 

1. What can you gleen about Howard Zinn based on the title of his book? 
 
 
Document 

2. What happened to Fred Hampton and Mark Clark? 
 
 
Analysis 

3. Do you agree with Zinn’s analysis that this was a government conspiracy? 

Figure 3: Solly, Meilan. "The History of 'Judas and the Black Messiah.'" 
Smithsonian Magazine. Last modified February 11, 2021. 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-history-behind-judas-
and-black-messiah-180976975/. 
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Document D: What Happened To Deborah Johnson After The Killing of Black 
Panther Party Leader Fred Hampton? Akua Njeri, who went by Deborah Johnson in 
1969 at the time of Fred Hampton's killing by law enforcement in his home, has 
fought for social justice her entire life. 

Akua Njeri became an activist as soon as she came of age. She was 12, reportedly, 
when she awoke to the social issues around her in Chicago. Soon she was marching with 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and protesting slumlords in the city as a teen. But in the late 
1960s, when she was 17, it was her decision to attend an event sponsored by a Chicago 
college’s Black Student Union that would truly change the course of her life.  

Njeri, who went by Deborah Johnson back then, couldn’t convince any friends to 
join her at the event at Wright City College, as she recalled in a 1988 interview with 
filmmaker Terry Kay Rockefeller. She’d seen some of the Black Panther Party’s 
campaigns in Chicago, which included direct action, police oversight, advocating armed 
struggle against the establishment, and providing free breakfasts for the city’s 
schoolchildren, among other grassroots social programs.  

She’d also seen the BPP’s charismatic rising young star, Fred Hampton, appear 
on local late-night TV. But attending that meeting made it clear that she had to be a part 
of Hampton’s movement, and his life. Their relationship and life on the frontlines of 
Chicago’s BPP are depicted in the film “Judas and the Black Messiah,” out Friday in 
theaters and on HBO Max. 

“I was just really impressed with Fred. He had a really good knowledge of 
history. He seemed to really be sincere, believing in what he was doing. And their ideas 
at the time were in agreement with what I believed in and thought in terms of Black 
people's struggle,” she recalled in the interview. “I said, ‘Wow, these are some bad 
brothers and sisters, and I want to be a part of that.’” 

So she introduced herself to Hampton and soon they were a doting couple. As 
Hampton rose to national prominence and worked to create alliances with the city’s 
other emerging leftist groups, she began working on multiple BPP initiatives. These 
included its well-regarded free breakfast program, the Spurgeon “Jake” Winters Free 
People's Medical Care Center, for which she canvassed door-to-door and solicited 
doctors to volunteer time, and the Panthers’ free prison busing program for families of 
the incarcerated. 

“Whatever people were willing to give, it was acceptable to us,” she told 
Rockefeller. “You did not have to be a Black Panther to give something to the 
community. And everybody had a talent or something that they can give back.” 

On Dec. 4, 1969, Njeri, then 19, was engaged to Hampton and nine months 
pregnant when a group of law enforcement officers stormed into his apartment on 
Chicago’s West Side to execute a search warrant for illegal guns. She woke to bullets 
whizzing past her and Hampton, but he was still out cold — and had possibly been 
drugged by an FBI informant who had infiltrated the BPP’s top brass. She recalls 
straddling his body to protect him from the barrage of bullets, which only momentarily 
stopped when another person in the apartment yelled, “Stop shooting, stop shooting, we 
have a pregnant woman, pregnant sister in here!"  
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Njeri was eventually dragged into the kitchen by the officers as other BPP 
members who were staying in the apartment that night were bleeding out. By several 
accounts, the officers then entered the bedroom and shot Hampton dead, point-blank.  

“I heard a voice come from the area, I guess from the dining room area, which 
was, the kitchen was off from that area,” she recalled. “And someone said, ‘He's barely 
alive, he'll barely make it.’ The shooting, I heard some shooting start again. Not much. 
Just a little shooting, and someone said, ‘He's good and dead now.’" 

After the deadly raid, Njeri was arrested and jailed at the local police station. 
From there she called Bobby Rush, co-founder of the Illinois Black Panthers chapter, 
who was the one to inform her that her Hampton had indeed been killed. After she was 
charged with two counts of attempted murder and aggravated assault, an outpouring of 
support helped her and the others arrested in the raid post $100,000 bail. Njeri was 
released first, as she was about to give birth and under extreme stress. Fred Hampton, Jr. 
was born on Dec. 29, 1969. 

The raid, dubbed the “Massacre on Monroe,” sparked outrage across the city, 
and conflicting reports of what actually happened that morning went on for months. 
The survivors of the attack decided that they would not participate in the grand jury 
inquest into the events that morning as they felt justice would not be served, Njeri 
recalled.  

“At some point, some officer of the court brought in this big plastic bag with the 
blankets from the bed that Fred and I were in,” she said. “It had blood on it. And he just 
sat the bag down in front of me. And I remember thinking, these people are not going to 
drive me crazy. I'm not going to focus on this. But that was like, ‘You don't have to feel 
any guilt about not participating in this: you're doing the right thing.’” 

By May 1970, after ballistic tests and forensics negated the state’s case, charges 
were dropped against the BPP members. It was also revealed that the raid was carried 
out by a team involved in the illegal FBI operation, COINTELPRO, that targeted, 
surveilled, and discredited leftist political groups. A protracted civil case against the 
Justice Department, Cook County and the city of Chicago went on for the next 12 years, 
and a settlement of $47 million was awarded to the families of Hampton and the BPP’s 
Mark Clark, who was also killed in the raid. The survivors received a $1.82 million 
settlement — which did not concede wrongdoing on the part of the government, a 
Justice Department attorney said at the time. 

Njeri has since continued to dedicate her life to the cause. She has served as the 
president of the National People's Democratic Uhuru Movement, an interracial 
organization dedicated to self-determination for Black Americans. And in 1991, her 
book, “My Life with the Black Panther Party,” which recounts her experiences as well as 
the deadly raid and its aftermath, was released by Burning Spear Publications. 

Njeri also served as the chairperson of the December 4th Committee, which 
fights to defend and maintain the legacy of the BPP, and she does speaking appearances 
to discuss Hampton's legacy and continue the fight for social justice. And she continues 
her lifelong commitment to serving communities in need, coordinating clothing and 
fresh vegetable drives with the Prisoners of Conscience Committee, a “revolutionary 
organization” launched by her son while he was in prison after a conviction for 
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aggravated arson, which allegedly took place in the aftermath of the Rodney King 
verdict in 1992.  

Fred Hampton Jr., who was paroled in 2001, says that as he was raised on 
Chicago's south side, he was instilled with the language and principles of his father’s 
movement. Now, he's also the chairman of the Black Panther Party Cubs. 

“All through my life, my mother always taught me what my father did, the 
courageous stands he took," he said in a 1998 interview with the Chicago Reader. 

For Njeri, it has been the memory of her fiancé and the struggle for social justice 
after his killing that she says drives her to continue in the movement.  

“I used to say that if I gave up, the ghost of Chairman Fred would haunt me to 
this day,” she told ABC News in 2019. “Because we’re still not free. Power to the people 
has not become a reality." 
 
Dolak, Kevin. “What Happened To Deborah Johnson After The Killing of Black Panther Party 

Leader Fred Hampton?” True Crime Buzz. Last modified February 11, 2021. 
https://www.oxygen.com/true-crime-buzz/akua-njeri-nee-deborah-johnson-carried-on-
fred-hamptons-legacy. 
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1. Is this source more or less reliable than Howard Zinn? Why? 
 
 
 
Document 
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3. Why do you think the two texts would differ so greatly on the role of women? 
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